CHAPTER I
CHAUCER

GEOFFREY CHAUCER, the first English writer
whose language we can readily recognise as our own,
was born in or about 1340, and died on October the
25th, 1400. This means that he lived in Edward the
Third's reign, through Richard the Second's and a
fraction of Henry the Fourth's: that he heard, as a
child, the news of the Battle of Crecy, and escaped the
Black Death in the same year : that he fought in the
Hundred Years' War, and lived to comment (we can
only guess how) upon the deposition and death of
Richard. The English of the poems we shall read is
therefore more than five hundred years old. That in
itself would prepare us to find great differences: yet
almost the first thing that will strike us is its likeness
to our own English, and the likeness of the people it
describes to the people we know to-day.

The first definite knowledge we have of Chaucer is
a mention of him, when he was some twenty-seven
years old, as serving in the household of the wife of
Lionel Duke of Clarence. In 1359 he was with the
English army in France, and had the misfortune to
be taken prisoner. Here he stayed nearly a year.
After being ransomed, he was promoted to the King's
household to be a " yeoman of the chamber," and,
later, to be an Esquire. Then he was engaged in wha~
we should now call the Diplomatic Service, visiting